In The Adventures of Allegra Fullerton, Begiebing masterfully conjures the voice and perspective of a young widow in the early 19th century, struggling toward independence and artistic fulfillment in a society unprepared to grant either to a woman. From her "stalking" by a powerful and dissolute young industrialist to her friendship with Transcendentalist Margaret Fuller, another independent-minded woman; from her artistic awakening in Italy, influenced by, among others, a young John Ruskin, to her re-awakened passion as a woman, Allegra Fullerton narrates her story in a voice that is wry, wise, but eternally optimistic.
Begiebing once again demonstrates his masterful command of historical fiction, vividly re-creating another century on the page. The daily life of New England and Italy in the 1830s and 1840s --especially the circumstances of an itinerant portrait painter and struggling artist --is rendered in rich and authentic detail. And Allegra's own consciousness is very much the product of her era, even as she struggles constantly to transcend the limited role that society offers her. Infused with picaresque humor and adventure, with meditations on art and freedom, and with the captivating, intelligent voice of Allegra herself, The Adventures of Allegra Fullerton is an enjoyable, engrossing novel.
Discussion Guide
1. Like Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter, The Adventures of Allegra Fullerton is presented to the reader as a "found" manuscript. How does this notion, introduced at the outset, affect your reading of the book? Why might the author create this "frame" for the book, rather than diving directly into Allegra's story?
2.
The preface refers to the narrative both as a "novel" and a "memoir." Though the overall work is clearly fiction, why might the author introduce such an ambiguity into the frame story? How does this ambiguity affect your reading of the novel?
3. The preface makes reference to "the metallic --dare I say lifeless? --brilliancy of so many of our own contemporary 6. Although Allegra Fullerton is set in the nineteenth-century, it is, inevitably, also a contemporary novel, inasmuch as it is written by an author who lives in our time and who has been shaped by the same social dynamics. How does this tension between the contemporary and the historical inform the novel and your response to it? Why might an author choose an historical setting for a novel?
7.
One of the pleasures of historical fiction is the opportunity to learn detailed information about the culture and practices of earlier eras, especially such lost traditions as itinerant portrait painting. How well does the novel succeed on this level? At the same time, contemporary readers bring some knowledge of the era and its social dynamics to such a book. How did your previous knowledge of nineteenth century New England shape your response to the book? 8. The nature and role of art is an important topic for the characters in the story, and indeed, the preface refers to the story as a kuntslerroman, or artist novel. What sort of expectations do you bring to a work of this type? In what ways does this particular novel fulfill or decline to fulfill those expectations?
9. The role of women in society is another topic of concern to many of these characters, and at the same time, it is a subject on which society's consensus has changed a great deal from the period in which the novel is set. 
